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PREFACE. 



The following short treatise on Confession was 
written by Mr. Roger Laurence, a learned and re- 
ligious layman, who lived in the reign of Queen 
Anne. It was designed as an answer to two ser- 
mons preached at Salisbury, on the 5th and 7th of 
November, 1710, by the latitudinarian Bishop 
Burnet, who had spoken disparagingly of Confes- 
sion and Absolution, calling them a " Contrivance 
of Popery." 

Mr. Laurence was anything but a Papist or 
Eomanizer, as may be seen from the very first 
page of the essay. His whole argument is based 
on Holy Scripture, and the formularies of the 
English Church. He was one of those laymen 
who felt aggrieved that the consolation and privi- 
lege held out by the Church, of which he w*& *r^ 
earnest member, should \>e tagraasta^. «* ^^ 
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to the laity, by the ignorance and prejudice of 
some of the Clergy. 

Confession in the English Church is entirely 
a layman's question; a question affecting those 
who desire to make confession, — not those who 
have to hear it. Priests claim no authority to 
enforce confession ; it is purely optional. There is 
no withholding of the Holy Communion, as in the 
Eoman Catholic Church, from those who do not 
choose to confess their sins. This practice was 
given up at the Reformation, while at the same 
time the English Church retained the ordinance in 
its fullest and most authoritative form, for those 
amongst her sons who desired it ; suggesting cer- 
tain occasions on which the use of it would be 
most profitable, "moving" and "exhorting" per- 
sons, under certain circumstances, to avail them- 
selves of it; and in no case discouraging or pro- 
hibiting it. 

The question, therefore, if question it can be 
called, is not concerning any power claimed by 
the Priesthood, but with regard to the privileges 
of the laity, — whether persons desiring Confession 
and Absolution are to be allowed them, or not. 
The Church, in her exhortation to communicate, 
directs, that those who cannot quiet their own 
consciences, shall go to their paroc\\\«l "Proat^ 
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or some other learned and discreet minister of 
God's Word, (for free liberty of choice is given 
them,) and " open their grief, that, by the ministry 
of God's Word, they may receive the benefit of 
absolution." The question now seriously mooted 
is, whether persons thus seeking relief of con- 
science may have it; whether the minister to 
whom they apply for aid shall willingly hear them, 
or whether he shall discourage — perhaps even 
refuse to receive — their confession, and refer them 
back to their own unassisted efforts. So again in 
the service for the Visitation of the Sick, when it 
is directed that the sick man, troubled in con- 
science, shall be moved to make special confession 
of his sins ; and when, on doing so, he shall 
humbly and earnestly desire absolution, it is dis- 
puted whether such confession shall be received, 
and such absolution be given, except in the most 
extreme cases, and grudgingly even then. 

Evidently, therefore, it is simply and practically 
a layman's question; a question of privilege, 
whether those who desire to make confession shall 
be heard, or not, by the Priests of the English 
Church. By God's grace, there is a great stirring 
of men's spirits. Many who have long lived in 
impenitence, or sorrow of heart, have been brou^Jxt 
to perceive that the pmTlegb oi «eifiew»ss^ ^ ^^ 
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very remedy suited to their soul's disease ; others, 
who have already found its salutary efficacy, com- 
municate to those dear to them the experience of 
their own change of heart, or relief from the burden 
of sin. Amongst the Clergy, too, those who know 
the great value of the ordinance, from the results 
which they have witnessed of comfort and consola- 
tion to the afflicted — a new life of hope and cheerful 
duty, instead of one of sorrow and remorse, — these 
too add their testimony, to swell the cry for its 
restoration. 

But by a strange conjunction of circumstances, 
penitents, thus anxious for the means of grace, who, 
one would think, would be gladly welcomed by the 
Pastors of souls, have not unfrequently the greatest 
difficulty, in consequence of the prevailing preju- 
dice, in obtaining what they seek. Some do not 
find, in their whole neighbourhood, a Priest who is 
willing to hear their confession. The consequence 
is, that some are driven to the Roman Catholic 
communion; others are thrown back upon their 
impenitence and desolation. 

This state of things cannot last. The number 
of those who desire the privilege of confession in- 
creases daily ; and it is manifest that Churchmen 
will not willingly consent to be restricted in the 
privilege to which the formularies o? the Church 



PREFACE. Vll 

invite them. When the Church declares that 
the sick shall be moved to make special confes- 
sion, and openly invites those who are doubtful of 
their fitness to receive Holy Communion, to resort 
to a minister of God's Word, and open their grief, 
in order that they may receive the benefit of abso- 
lution, it is certain that the negligence or prejudice 
of the Priesthood will not long be admitted a suffi- 
cient reason for debarring the laity from an un- 
doubted privilege. 

It is, as I have said, no question of power or 
prerogative to the Priesthood. Few offices involve 
more trouble and pain than that of Confessor, 
though not unmixed with deep satisfaction. How- 
ever, the question is, not whether confession is to 
be forced on the laity against their will, but whether, 
if they desire it, they are to be denied it. 

The following tract, written by a layman nearly 
one hundred and fifty years ago, contains so able a 
treatment of the Scriptural bearings of the case, 
that I have thought it useful to reprint it, as con- 
ducive to the right understanding of this deeply 
important and practical question. 

W. Gbeslet. 
Brighton, 

April 19*A, 1852. 



AN 

ESSAY ON CONFESSION, ETC. 



CHAPTER I. 

INTBODUOTOBY. 

§ 1. In the second sermon on the 7th of November, 
p. 20, &c, our author* gives us a short view of what 
he calls our holy religion, in opposition to the cor- 
ruptions of Popery. And it is very observable, 
that, in all that view, he does not once show us the 
divine tight of Bishops, and their independency of 
the See of Borne, in opposition to the Pope's pre- 
tended supremacy over all Bishops. This is one 
part (and a very necessary one too) of our most 
holy religion, and very destructive of Popery, and 
yet he leaves it out of his plan of our religion. 
Whether he omits it because it is directly opposite 
to the pretences and usurpations of the several 
teachers among our sectaries, I shall not deter- 
mine ; but this I am sure of, that if he had inserted 
it, his " Short View " would have been more proper 
for his Lordship to be called the author of it. 

* Bishop Burc&t. 
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§ 2. The next observation I shall make on his 
" Short View," is, that he represents it. as a part of 
our religion, that we " reject all the contrivances of 
pardons." Now, what he means by " all the con- 
trivances of pardons," everybody is not agreed; 
some will have it to signify only all the Popish cor- 
ruptions of that power, which Cheist gave to the 
spiritual governors of His Church, to pardon and 
absolve penitent sinners ; and certainly, if he means 
only the Popish corruptions of the power to pardon, 
then, to be sure, we do reject them. But others 
will have it that our author's words should have 
been definite and particular, so as to have dis- 
tinguished the corruptions from the authority and 
power of pardoning and absolving ; that so we 
might have discovered whether he rejected the cor- 
ruptions only, and retained and asserted the power 
of pardoning penitents, or no, — this they say he 
has not done ; and therefore it is questioned, 
whether he does not esteem all sacerdotal pardons 
to be but a contrivance of Popery, and give them 
the name of contrivances, and for that reason, 
because they are Popish contrivances, say that we 
reject them ? But let the design of this expression 
be what it will, to say that we reject all contrivances 
of pardons, without making any distinction or ex- 
ception whatsoever, is without excuse ; for did not 
Cheist give to His Apostles and their successors 
the power of pardoning, when He said to them, 
" "Whosesoever sins ye remit, they are remitted ;" 
and Is not this one contrivance of pardon, viz., our 
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Lobd's own contrivance ? Has not the Church in 
all ages carried on this contrivance, by constantly 
exercising this power ? And is it not matter of 
fact that our Church, whose religion this writer 
would seem to give us a view of, does continue to 
support and uphold this contrivance of pardons ? 
"When his Lordship was ordained, and received into 
the order of Priesthood, did not the Bishop who 
ordained him (as our office of ordering Priests 
directs) convey to him this power, when he autho- 
ritatively told him, " Whose sins thou dost forgive, 
they are forgiven ?" And does not his Lordship, 
now he is a Bishop, do the same to all Priests whom 
he ordains, and thereby propagate and hand down 
to posterity this contrivance of pardons ? Nay, fur- 
ther, to show that all this is not bare form and cere- 
mony, is it not notorious (and who but the wilfully 
blind can be ignorant of it ?) that this contrivance 
of pardoning sinners is actually put in execution 
by the Priests of our Church ? 1st, In the abso- 
lution that immediately follows the daily con- 
fession of sins in our Morning and Evening service. 
2ndly, In the absolution that immediately follows 
the confession in the Communion service ; and 
3rdly, and very expressly and particularly, with 
abundance of authority, in the Visitation of the 
Sick, in these very words : — " Our Lord Jestts 
Chbist, Who hath left power to His Church to 
absolve all sinners who truly repent and believe in 
Him, of His great mercy forgive thee thine offences, 
and by His authority committed to me, I ak%<A»* 
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thee from all thy sins, in the Name of the Father, 
and of the 8ok, and of the Holt Ghost. Amen." 

Is not all this true ? And is it not carrying on 
our Lord's blessed contrivance of pardons ? How 
then can our author tell the world that we reject 
all contrivances of pardons, and assert this in the 
name of a Bishop of our Church ? 

• • • • • 

§ 4. Next, in the same page, we are told thus : — 
" "We repent of our sins by confessing them to 
God, by mourning for them, and forsaking them ; 
but do not think that God has commanded us to tell 
them to a Priest, to submit to his arbitrary penance, 
and to rely on a hasty absolution." 

Here we see it is represented as a part of our 
religion, not to confess our sins to a Priest ; ancl 
certainly, if we may reject all contrivances of 
pardons, (as we have been told we do,) there is no 
need for such a confession. And then penance for 
»in enjoined by a Priest, whether arbitrary or not, 
will be utterly unreasonable to be submitted to \ 
for where there is no power to absolve, there can 
be no duty or obligation to confess, and conse- 
quently no authority to impose penance, and there- 
fore no duty to submit to it when imposed. The 
enemies of the Christian Priesthood will gladly 
hear that God has not commanded us to tell our 
sins to a Priest. Grant them but this, and they 
will draw the inference, that Priests have no power 
to absolve sinners ; and consequently, that their 
absolution, whether hasty or more deliberate, is not 
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to be relied on. If this be received as true, then 
it may be asked, whether many well-meaning, 
though ignorant, people will not pronounce all 
priestly absolution, all confession of sins to a Priest, 
and all submission to ecclesiastical penance for the 
mortification of sin, to be but mere impositions and 
inventions of corrupt Popery, and nothing else but 
priestcraft and spiritual tyranny ? We find, by 
woeful experience, that men are too much addicted 
to interpret everything to the abatement of the 
power and authority of the Christian Priesthood, 
and to the banishment of all ecclesiastical discipline 
out of the world. The disease is now become epi- 
demical and infectious, especially among us of the 
laity ; and therefore I think it highly necessary 
that some remedy should be applied, and in order 
thereto shall endeavour to prove, 

1st, That the Great Author of our most holy 
religion, Cheist Jesus, has given the power of 
pardoning and absolving sinners to the Bishops 
and Priests of His Church, to the end of the world. 

2ndly, That His giving this power to the Priests, 
lays an obligation upon men under several circum- 
stances, to tell or confess their sins to them, that 
they may receive the benefit of their special and 
particular absolution ; and 

3rdly, That men are bound to submit to their 
lawful and prudent injunctions, which they shall 
lay on them by way of penance, for the mortifica- 
tion of their sins. 



CHAPTEE II. 

Or SAOEBDOTAL ABSOLUTION. 

§ 1. And first, that Chbist has given this pardon- 
ing and absolving power to the Bishops and Priests 
of His Church, is abundantly evident ; 1st, from 
His promise to His Apostles before His Crucifixion, 
" Whatsoever ye shall loose on earth shall be loosed 
in heaven," (S. Matt, xviii. 18 ;) and 2ndly, from 
His conferring this power on them after His Re- 
surrection, when He appeared to them, and first 
made them His own representatives, saying, " As 
My Fatheb hath sent Me, even so send I you" 
(S. John xx. 21.) When He had hereby autho- 
rised them to send others vested with their Apos- 
tolic authority, as His Fatheb had sent Him to 
confer His Apostolic authority upon them, " Then 
He breathed on them, and saith unto them, Re- 
ceive ye the Holt G-host: whosesoever sins ye 
remit, they are remitted unto them ; and whose- 
soever sins ye retain, they are retained." (S. John 
xx. 22, 23.) In these words, it is plain that the 
authority of remitting sins which Chbist gave His 
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Apostles, is more than merely declarative, — Whose- 
soever sins ye remit. This is the Apostles' act of 
forgiving by virtue of Chbist's authority, Whose 
delegates they are. And this act of theirs is effec- 
tual, and really conveys the pardon pronounced, 
and insures to the penitent the certainty thereof, 
as much as if Ghbist Himself had pronounced it ; 
for our Lobd says positively they are remitted, 
they are pardoned and done away. And the same 
He says concerning the Apostles' power to retain 
sins ; that when they do retain them, they are 
retained, — they actually remain bound upon the 
impenitent sinner. These are acts which have a 
constant and never-failing energy upon their proper 
subjects, and do really effect what they express ; 
and this efficacy is as sure as the Divine veracity, 
because Chbist, Who is God, is the Giver of this 
authority. He concurs with His proxies' due exe- 
cution of it, and expressly asserts the immediate 
and present effect thereof; they are remitted, they 
are retained. 

This power and authority, greater than that of 
the angelic spirits, the Sovereign King and Supreme 
Head of His Church gave expressly to His Apos- 
tles, His vicegerents; and to the end that this 
unspeakably great authority might not terminate 
and expire with their persons, you see that He 
sent them, even as His Fatheb sent Him. For, 
as His Patheb had sent Him with sufficient power 
to confer His authority on others, even so our 
Lobd sent His Apostles with sufficient ucreot *& 
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confer their authority on others ; otherwise He did 
not send them even as His Father sent Him. 
But they had the authority of remitting and re- 
taining sins ; therefore they were sent with suffi- 
cient power to confer on others their authority of 
remitting and retaining sins. Nay, so extensive 
and unbounded is the duration of this authority to 
forgive sins, that it must continue in the Priest- 
hood to the end of the world. We have our Great 
God and Saviour's own Word for it ; for He posi- 
tively promised these His Apostles, " Lo, I am with 
you alway, even unto the end of the world; 99 (S. 
Matt, xxviii. 20 ;) i.e., I am with you, My Apostles, 
whom I have vested with a power of forgiving sins, 
and of sending others vested by you with the same 
power. I say I am with you as long as you shall 
live, and then successively so with all other such 
Apostles, and others whom you and they shall send 
with this power of absolving, and I will concur 
with you and them in the execution of this and all 
other ordinary spiritual powers I have given you, 
(which is the only way of My being with you as 
Apostles,) alway, even unto the end of the world. 
For if this power of forgiving sins, which was one 
part of the ordinary power of the Apostles, were 
not to be continued throughout all ages in their 
successors, and those whom they should vest with 
this authority, then it would follow that the ordinary 
Apostolic power must cease before the end of the 
world ; and consequently that Christ would not be 
true to His promise of continuing to be with His 
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Apostles to the end of the world. For it is impos- 
sible to have Apostles without Apostolic powers ; 
and therefore, if the Apostolic power and authority 
must cease, Apostles themselves must cease also, and 
then Christ is not with His Apostles always, even 
to the end of the world, though He gave His sacred 
Word for it, that He would be always with them. 
This is such a blasphemous affront upon our 
Saviour's faithfulness, and such a contradiction to 
His infallible promise, that it ought to be abhorred 
and detested by all men ; and therefore, as long as 
the world shall last, Christ will be present with 
Apostles ; as long as He is present with Apostles, 
there must be ordinary Apostolic powers ; and as 
long as there shall be ordinary Apostolic powers, 
there must be the power of remitting and retaining 
men's sins, which is one of those ordinary powers : 
that is, this power must be in the Apostles, and 
their successors the Bishops, and such as are and 
shall be ordained by them for this purpose, to the 
end of the world, — i. e., the Priests of the Christian 
Church have a power of pardoning and absolving 
sinners, in Christ's stead, to the end of the 
world. 

§ 2, Obj. 1. The avowed enemies of this great 
prerogative of the Christian Priesthood will doubt- 
less object, that the authority of pardoning and 
absolving sinners, given by Cheist to His Apos- 
tles, was an extraordinary gift for the exigencies of 
-the infant state of the Church, as tha \orost A 
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working miracles was ; that it was no ordinary part 
of the Apostolic power, any more than that of 
working miracles ; and that consequently, though 
it is true that the Apostles and their successors do 
convey to others the ordinary powers Apostolical, 
yet it is as true that they do not convey, through 
all ages, the extraordinary powers Apostolical, 
because we see they have not conveyed the power 
of working miracles, which is ceased ; and there- 
fore they cannot convey to others the power of 
absolving sinners, because this power was also an 
extraordinary Apostolic power. 

Ana, To which I answer, — not to enumerate the 
particular extraordinary powers wherewith the first 
Apostles were endowed by the plentiful effusion of 
the Holt G-host, — this is certain: that those 
powers which Chbist gave them before His Ascen- 
sion, and which would be always necessary to be 
exercised for the supply of the continual ordinary 
spiritual exigencies and necessities of the Church, 
during its militant state ; I say it is certain that 
those powers are the ordinary Apostolic powers, 
which were to be conveyed by the Apostles and 
their successors the Bishops, wholly and entirely, — 
i. e., all of them to the Bishops, and partially, i. e., 
some of them to other inferior officers, as Priests 
and Deacons, for the continual supply of those 
ordinary spiritual wants of the Church to the end 
of the world. Now, that the power of remitting 
sins is one of those ordinary Apostolic powers is 
plain, because the members of the Church in all 
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ages stand as much in need of this remission of 
sins as ever they did, even in the days of the Apos- 
tles themselves; for there is no reason can be given 
for the necessity of such a remission in the first 
planting of the Church, which will not equally hold 
good for the necessity of the like remission in all 
the after ages of the Church. During our warfare 
with the invisible powers of darkness, there will be 
sinners in the Church ; and as long as there shall 
be sinners, there will be a necessity for the restora- 
tion of penitents by Priestly absolution, if ever 
there was any necessity at all for such a restoration 
of them ; and we see that Christ Himself once 
thought there was such a necessity, by His giving 
such a power to His Apostles. If it be said that 
G-od has promised pardon to the penitent, and 
therefore they may rest assured that God will 
pardon them, without the Priest's absolution : the 
answer is, that His promise was as sure in the 
Apostles' days as it is now; and yet our Lord 
would notwithstanding vest them with His power 
of absolution, and men were bound, in many cases, 
to sue to them for it, otherwise our Lord would 
not have given them such power. This objection 
was as strong against the primitive Christians ap- 
plying to the Priests for pardon, and against the 
Priests remitting their sins then, as it is now ; but 
the truth is, it was not in those days a just objec- 
tion at all, as is evident by our Lord's granting 
such power to men ; and therefore it is no just 
objection now, since men's necessities ure> ^&& <&& 
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same. God may doubtless pardon such penitents 
as cannot obtain, and yet do not neglect or con- 
temn the Priestly absolution ; but then it ought to 
be remembered that He has never granted any 
pardon but by the intercession of the Great Me- 
diator, Christ Jesus ; that under the Patriarchal 
and Mosaic dispensations, His pardons were con- 
veyed by the instituted means of Priests, and sacri- 
fices, and burnt-offerings, made by them, as repre- 
sentatives of that Great Mediator ; and that under 
the Christian dispensation, the same Mediator has 
appointed His own representatives, to convey in 
His stead God's pardon to penitents ; and there- 
fore the despisers of this power have no claim to 
His promise, since they cannot fairly be called true 
penitents who despise and reject any one institution 
of God. And that this of the Priestly absolution 
is such an institute as is binding and obliging in 
all ages, is plain from what has been said above • 
viz., that it was an ordinary part of the Apostolic 
power, because equally as necessary to be exercised 
now for our spiritual benefit, as it was for theirs in 
the first ages of Christianity. And this the Apos- 
tles and their successors, in all ages and places, 
have confirmed to be true, by constantly conferring 
this power on others, and their execution thereof to 
this day, without interruption ; and our Church, in 
strict conformity to them, does both confer and 
execute this great power, as I have before observed. 

§ 3, Oty. 2. It is objected by others against the 
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power of the Priest's absolution, that the Apostles 
were endowed with a miraculous gift of discerning 
spirits, and so knew infallibly the sincerity and 
truth of men's repentance, and therefore had 
authority to absolve penitents from their sins, 
which their successors now have not, because they 
are destitute of this miraculous power of discerning 
the thoughts of men's hearts. 

Ans. To which it is answered, that it cannot be 
proved that the gift of discerning spirits was given 
to the Apostles, more to enable them to absolve 
penitents, than to perform any other parts of their 
sacred office for the benefit of repenting sinners. 
But, not to inquire here for what purposes this gift 
was bestowed on some, we find that this miraculous 
power, even in the Apostles' days, was not always 
given to every minister of Chbist, who yet had 
sufficient power and authority to convey such spiri- 
tual benefits to men as were due to them, only 
upon condition of their sincere and hearty repent- 
ance. Thus we find Philip the Deacon had autho- 
rity to baptize for the forgiveness of sins, though 
he does not appear to have been endowed with the 
miraculous power of discerning spirits ; at least it 
is plain that he was not assisted by this power 
when he baptized Simon Magus, (Acts viii. 13,) 
without being infallibly assured of the truth of his 
repentance ; for in fact he was no true penitent, 
but a cheat and an impostor, as his after history 
shows. This baptism would have been effectual 
for the forgiveness of his sins, «xd Vas> ^£fc»^ 
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• 

sanctification, if he had been truly penitent, though 
Philip did not infallibly know that he was so. This 
want of discerning did not destroy Philip's autho- 
rity to convey forgiveness of sins by baptism ; it 
was the baptized' s fault if he, by his insincerity 
and hypocrisy, missed of those great benefits. So 
the Priests of the Church of Corinth were destitute 
of this miraculous power, when they admitted to 
the sacrament of the Loed's' Supper such unworthy 
communicants as were not true penitents ; for they 
ate and drank damnation to themselves, not dis- 
cerning the Loed's Body. (1 Cor. xi. 29, 30.) 
But still their authority to administer that sacra- 
ment was effectual to the worthy communicants ; 
and when men received no benefit by it, it was 
owing only to their own sins, and not to any want 
of the commissioned administrator's authority. 

In both these cases repentance is necessary, and 
remission of sins is given in baptism and the 
Loed's Supper only upon that condition ; and 
though the minister hath not an infallible know- 
ledge, yet he may have a moral certainty of the 
repentance and other spiritual qualifications of 
those persons to whom he administers those two 
sacraments, provided he and they are so just as to 
do those several duties, which the right adminis- 
tration and reception of those sacraments neces- 
sarily call for ; and therefore his authority, given 
him to administer them, remains good and valid. 

Thus we see that this objection is of no force 
gainst sacerdotal remission of sins, by means of 
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the two sacraments; and it is of as little conse- 
quence against the Priest's authority to pronounce, 
and thereby to convey to sincere penitents the 
absolution and remission of their sins. For, even 
the great apostle of the G-entiles, S. Paul himself, 
does not appear to have exercised this authority, 
as endowed with the miraculous gift of discerning 
spirits ; no, we rather find him absolving the peni- 
tent Corinthian, without this infallible knowledge 
of his repentance, upon moral signs and tokens 
thereof, given him by letters or messages from the 
Church of Corinth, and upon confidence of the 
integrity and honesty of the relators of it. For, 
being at Philippi, a city of Macedonia, he heard a 
common report, that the Christians of Corinth 
were guilty of the sin of fornication, (1 Cor. v. 1,) 
and particularly, that one of them incestuously 
took his father's wife; upon which he wrote to 
them, and commanded them to excommunicate this 
incestuous person, (ver. 3, 4, 5, and 13,) which 
they accordingly did. In his second epistle, he 
tells them the reason of his writing and command- 
ing them so to censure that notorious sinner, that 
he " might know the proof of them, whether they 
were obedient in all things." (2 Cor. ii. 9.) He 
did not, by virtue of the miraculous gift of discern- 
ing spirits, know their obedience at that distance ; 
he wanted a proof thereof, which they accordingly 
gave him, by the infliction of that punishment on 
the offender which he had commanded ; and which 
Titus, upon his return from Corinth^ ^os&sassk^ 
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S. Paul with, as is plain from 2 Cor. vii. 6, 12, &c. 
The Apostle, being thus informed of the obedience of 
the Corinthians, and also of the sorrow and repent- 
ance of the incestuous person, writes to them to for- 
give him, (2 Cor. ii. 6, 7, 8,) and to encourage them 
thereto, pronounces his absolution himself, though 
at that distance from them, upon the credit which 
he gave to Titus' relation of that affair ; for, says he, 
" To whom ye forgive anything, I forgive also," &c, 
" in the person of Jesus Christ," (2 Cor. ii. 10 ;) or 
by the authority which I have received from Jesus 
Christ. And one reason why he would have the 
incestuous person absolved, was (as in verse 7) 
" Lest perhaps such a one should be swallowed up 
with overmuch sorrow.' ' This putting it upon a 
perhaps does no ways comport with any infallible 
knowledge that the Apostle could have of the peni- 
tent's sorrow ; for if he had, by a miraculous gift of 
discerning, known the true nature and certain effects 
thereof, he would never have used so doubtful an ar- 
gument, but rather have affirmed positively, without 
any perhaps, that the incestuous person would cer- 
tainly be swallowed up with overmuch sorrow. 
And since he was not thus positive, it is plain that 
he had only a moral assurance of the man's sorrow 
and repentance, given him by the report of others 
whom he esteemed worthy of credit ; and therefore 
the absolution he pronounced was not founded 
upon any infallible knowledge that he had of that 
notorious sinner's repentance, communicated to 
him by virtue of the miraculous gift of discerning 
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spirits. So that, since we find one of the Apostles 
absolving upon moral evidence and proofs of re- 
pentance, without the assistance of this miraculous 
power, their successors may do so likewise, because 
they have no less authority in that respect now 
than they had then. For indeed, as there was in 
those days no absolute necessity for such a mira- 
culous power always to attend the Apostles in the 
exercise of their authority to absolve sinners (as is 
plain from the example of S. Paul) — because their 
authority was no consequent of any such miraculous 
gifts, but previous to them, and miracles were but 
occasional and transient signs of their standing 
authority, which was to remain good by virtue of 
Christ's promise of concurrence with it to the 
end of the world ; and consequently is valid when 
not so attested by miraculous gifts, which Christ 
never promised them should constantly attend their 
ministrations, — so in these days there is as little 
need for such a miraculous power always to accom- 
pany the Apostles' successors, to discern infallibly 
the truth of men's repentance, in order to their 
absolution; because, both in the Apostles' days 
and now, men were, and are still, bound to give 
evidences of the sincerity of their repentance, if 
they would reap any benefit from sacerdotal minis- 
trations ; and the want of such a miraculous power 
to discern men's hearts could then, and may still, 
be supplied by other means, viz., by strict inquisi- 
tion and examination into their lives, and by trials, 
testimonies, and evidences oi tYvs fcY&awtoj *& ^S^sso. 

c 
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repentance, which, if men refuse to submit to, they 
can have no right even to the benefits conveyed by 
Baptism and the Loed's Supper, which none can 
profitably partake of without sincere repentance. 
And therefore, as the authority of administering 
those two sacraments remains good and valid, 
without the miraculous gift of discerning spirits, 
so does the power of absolving penitents from their 
sins. And if, after all, there should happen to be 
an error in giving absolution to those who are un- 
worthy of it, there is no more to be charged against 
the authority of absolving, than there is against 
the authority of administering the two sacraments, 
when given to unworthy communicants. The error is 
not owing to the insufficiency of the authority, but 
either to the personal neglect, &c, of him who 
ministers, or else to the hypocrisy and insincerity 
of the pretended penitent, or both these together ; 
so that though, clave errante, there is no absolution, 
yet, when both Priest and people do perform their 
duty, — the one by examining, &c, and the other by 
giving good testimonies of the sincerity of their 
repentance, — absolution must be good and valid, 
and can never fail of its blessed effects, because the 
authority is Chbist's, and He as much concurs 
with it as He does with the right and due adminis- 
tration of the Holy Sacraments, which are also 
means of conveying to us the remission of our sins, 
upon condition of true and unfeigned repentance. 

I have been thus long iu answering this objec- 
tion, because I know it has been too much insisted 
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on by some, who ought rather to have defended the 
authority of sacerdotal absolution, than to have laid 
such a stumbling-block, as this is, in the way of 
ignorant and heedless people, who are carried away 
with the seeming plausibility of it, and the great- 
ness of the reputation of those who have espoused 
it. But I spare their names, and proceed. 



o* 



CHAPTEE III. 

OP CONFESSION OP SINS TO A PEIEST. 

§ 1. Secondly, I am to prove, that Cheist's 
giving this absolving power to His Priests, lays an 
obligation upon men, under several circumstances, 
to confess or tell their sins to them, that they may 
receive the benefit of their special and particular 
absolution. 

That this their absolution is a vast and unspeak- 
able benefit to the souls of men, cannot be doubted 
by any one that has faith in our Savtoxtb's pro- 
mise ; for He has given us His infallible Word for 
it, that whosesoever sins they remit, they are re- 
mitted unto them, (S. John xxi. 23 ;) heaven and 
earth shall pass away, but His Words shall not 
pass away, (S. Mark xiii. 31 ;) and consequently 
this His promise of forgiveness, upon their abso- 
lution of the penitent shall never fail. And indeed, 
who, that has but any right sense of the Divine 
Goodness, can suspect His performance of what 
He has ao solemnly promised, when he also reflects 
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on tbe superabundant mercy and loving-kindness 
of the Apostle and Great High-Priest of our pro- 
fession, Christ Jesus, in appointing men to be 
His own representatives, to supply the want of His 
Personal Presence among us, to be the means of 
conveying to us the same spiritual benefits as He 
Himself would bestow on us, if He were visibly 
here among us. 

Now, it is highly unreasonable to think that He 
should constitute such vicarious powers, and give 
His Priests such a mighty authority to act with men 
in His stead, and at the same time require from us 
no reverence, no respect, no duty nor obedience to 
be paid to Himself, by our due application to His 
delegated authority, — it is impossible to be true 
that Christ gave His Priests authority to forgive 
sins for no purpose, no benefit at all. This is to 
detract from His infinite wisdom, by charging Him 
with giving an authority not to be exercised, and 
consequently not to be submitted to, nor to have 
any duty pai4 unto it, which is a contradiction ; 
since wherever there is authority, there must be a 
correspondent duty owing to it, because where 
there is no duty due, there can be no authority ; 
for authority and duty are so inseparably connected, 
that one cannot possibly subsist without the other. 
And therefore, since He has established this ab- 
solving power and authority, we must believe that 
He expects the execution of it, and a suitable duty 
to be paid unto it ; and if so, then it must follow, 
that it is the duty of men, undat TOosrc& <svs*sss£*- 
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stances, to apply themselves to the Priests for the 
benefit of their absolution, and consequently to 
confess their sins to them for the obtaining of it ; 
otherwise the Priest, on the one hand, can never 
absolve particular persons from their sins, because 
he knows not either what he is to absolve them 
from, or whether they are capable of God's pardon ; 
and on the other hand, men cannot rationally beg 
the sacerdotal absolution, nor receive any comfort 
from it, by reason of the Priest's ignorance of their 
spiritual condition, and his consequent inability to 
give them any hopes of the good effects of his abso- 
lution. And so, at this rate, our Saviour's design, 
in giving His ministers this absolving power, must 
be utterly frustrated and made void, by men's not 
confessing their sins to them ; but our Lord gave 
this power that it might be put in execution upon 
proper occasions, and consequently requires men 
upon such occasions to seek for the benefit of it by 
a sincere repentance, and confession of their sins 
to His Priests. But that this may more evidently 
appear, I shall give some instances wherein the 
exercise of this power is (besides the benefit of abso- 
lution) so extraordinarily advantageous to some sort 
of persons in particular, that it highly contributes 
to the undeceiving of their souls, in rescuing them 
from the power of such dangerous sins as, without 
this excellent help, might have plunged them into 
everlasting misery ; and consequently it must be 
the duty of such persons, at least, to apply them- 
selves to some discreet and learned Priest, for the 
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benefit of absolution, by a sincere and hearty con- 
fession of their sins to him. And, 

§ 2. First, A due exercise of this absolving power 
has a natural tendency, and is a most prevalent 
means to preserve and rescue from black despair, 
and the dreadful consequences thereof, those poor 
dejected and disconsolate wretches, who fancy that 
they have sinned themselves beyond the power of 
God's mercy, or at least that He will not accept 
them to grace and pardon. This miserable con- 
dition of such sort of men, is often an effect of 
their ignorance of the true nature of their own 
sins, and of God's readiness to pardon such sinners 
as they are ; and hence they are discouraged from 
the prosecution of their duty, and at last neglect 
even all the means of salvation. But out of this 
sad and deplorable condition they may be delivered, 
by sueing for the sacerdotal absolution, because 
the Priest, by a due and just examination of their 
state, can discover such signs and tokens of the 
truth of their repentance, (even better than they 
themselves can do,) as to encourage them to trust 
in God's pardoning mercy; to arm themselves 
with a divine faith in His goodness towards them 
in particular ; to lay aside their fears and despon- 
dencies ; and to proceed, with Christian courage 
and resolution, in the discharge of their several 
duties. And all this they will be the more effec- 
tually persuaded to, when they find, by experience, 
that God's own ambassador and representative^ 
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after a fair trial of their spiritual state, is so veil satis- 
fied therewith, as in God's stead, and in His Name, 
to pronounce their absolution; for from hence 
titer are convinced that Goo's minister (who has 
no other interest in view than the salvation of their 
souls) esteems them to be such penitents as He 
Himself has promised to accept, because, if he had 
any reason to think to the contrary, he would never 
have presumed to pronounce their pardon. This 
gives them right notions of themselves, and of 
God's threats and promises, so as to enable them 
to confide in His tender mercies, and henceforward 
to run with cheerfulness the way of God's com- 
mandments. But how all this should be effected, 
without the confession of their sins to the Priest, 
is inconceivable ; since, without his knowledge of 
their sins, and of what they have done, or resolve 
to do by way of amendment, he can have no notion 
of the truth of their repentance, nor consequently 
give them any encouraging hopes of God's mercy ; 
and then, to be sure, he can never safely venture 
to absolve them from their sins. But it is certainly 
their duty to get rid of their distrust of God's 
goodness, and to possess themselves of such notions 
of His mercy, and their own capacity to receive it, 
as may free them from the sad and deplorable state 
of despairing sinners ; and therefore it is their duty 
to prosecute ail such means as are contributary 
thereto, among which, this of confessing their sins 
to a wise and discreet Priest, for the obtaining of 
bis absolution, is the most effectual and prevalent 
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under their sad and melancholy circumstance. And 
for this reason our Church, in her first exhortation 
before the Communion, advises (and such advices 
from superiors are justly interpreted for commands) 
in these words, — " Let him come to some discreet 
and learned minister of God's Word, and open his 
grief ;" i. e., declare to that minister his sins, which 
are the very essence of his grief, so far as to fling him- 
self almost into despair, by disquieting his wounded 
conscience. Let him then open this his whole grief, 
"that, by the ministry of God's Word, he may 
receive the benefit of absolution, together with 
ghostly counsel and advice, to the quieting of his 
conscience, and avoiding of all scruple and doubt- 
fulness." And in one of her rubrics in the office 
for the Visitation of the Sick, she commands the 
Priest to move the sick person " to make a special 
confession of his sins, if he feel his conscience 
troubled with any weighty matter;" and that after 
such confession " the Priest shall absolve him, if he 
humbly and heartily desire it." 

§ 3. Secondly, A due exercise of the Priest's 
power to absolve and retain sins, is a most powerful 
antidote against presumption, and an effectual 
means to rescue and preserve men from the damn- 
ing sin of trusting falsely in God's mercy, while 
they live in wilful, unrepented wickednesses. 

It is a sad and melancholy truth, that abundance 
of men are so conceited of their own righteousness, 
because they do some things that have an u^^aa* 
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ance of goodness, and it may be are really beneficial 
to other persons, that, notwithstanding their living 
in the most destructive sins, they lay claim to 
eternal salvation, and never doubt the happiness of 
their future state, but say to themselves, " peace, 
peace, when there is no peace;" and so at last 
incur the danger of perishing for ever in this fatal 
delusion. And the cause of such their miserable 
condition may justly be said to arise from hence, 
that they are destitute of true and faithful moni- 
tors, and are never rebuked for their particular 
sins. But when men have a true sense of the 
sacerdotal power of absolution, and apply them- 
selves diligently to receive the benefit thereof, then 
the cause of their delusion is presently removed ; 
because the Priest, by his strict inquiry into their 
qualifications for pardon, puts them in mind of 
such things as they never thought of before, and 
by the exactness of his examination, their sins 
which they formerly disregarded are now brought 
to their remembrance, and they acknowledge and 
bewail their guilt. Thus their false confidences 
in their own partial righteousness, which they were 
so full of before, are now removed ; and they no 
longer presume on God's mercy while they live in 
the commission of wilful sin. 

But this is the blessed effect of their sueing to 
the Priest for the benefit of his absolution ; and 
when they do seek for it, it will be unavoidably 
necessary for them to confess their sins to him, 
because, without their confession, he can never 



OP COOTESSION OP SINS TO A PEIEST. 27 

determine whether they are qualified or no for so 
great a comfort; he can never discover to them 
the false ground of their unwarrantable trust in 
God's mercy, nor teach them wherein they have 
been particularly guilty of that dreadful sin, 
and so cannot rescue them from the dangerous 
consequences that must necessarily follow their 
commission of it, without a sincere and hearty 
repentance. 

It is not enough to say that all this may be done 
by a due attention to the preaching of God's 
Word ; for how many thousands are there who are 
so very ignorant, that they can hardly apply any- 
thing that is said to them in sermons to their own 
particular circumstances P And for those that have 
more knowledge, and can make due applications of 
what they hear, how often may they attend ser- 
mons, and yet never hear their particular sins, and 
the guilt of them, pressed home upon their own 
consciences ? And, indeed, how is it possible for 
preachers to reach every individual man's sins, and 
all the circumstances of them, only in public ser- 
mons ? Doubtless God gave them the power of 
absolving, that they might have a nearer access to 
men's consciences than they can have in public; 
that they might more effectually be enabled to save 
men from their more close and secret sins, by a 
more intimate and particular cognizance of them, 
and a more immediate and distinct instruction re- 
lating to them, than can possibly be given in general 
discourses before a whole congregation ksA. 
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therefore our Church, in one of her rubrics, in the 
office for the Visitation of the Sick, requires that 
the Priest " shall examine whether the sick person 
repent him truly of his sins." Surely this examin- 
ation does not consist in a bare asking him whether 
he does truly repent ? The design of the Church 
can never be answered by putting such a single 
and general question to the sinner, who no doubt 
will reply in as general terms that he does truly 
repent. Can it be just to call this an examination 
of his repentance P And is it reasonable to believe 
that the Priest can, upon any good foundation, 
treat every such respondent as a true penitent, 
when experience daily demonstrates that many 
such ignorant wretches will tell you that they re- 
pent of all their sins, though at the same time they 
know nothing of some particular grievous sins 
which they have been guilty of, and consequently 
cannot be said to repent of them ? For the truth 
of this I appeal to those reverend and truly chari- 
table Priests, who have in good earnest examined the 
repentance of some poor creatures upon a sick bed, 
and have been obliged, with great pains and in- 
dustry, to search the consciences and to inform the 
judgments of such persons, before they could make 
them sensible of their sins, and of that true re- 
pentance which God requires for them. Our 
Church, then, designs by this rubric, that the 
Priest shall not satisfy himself by barely asking 
the sick person in general terms whether he truly 
repents of his sins ; but that he should examine, 
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i.e. search and try his repentance, that he may 
preserve him from that eternal misery which is due 
to the impenitent. And this can never be done to 
any purpose, without making the sinner sensible of 
his offences, by putting such questions to him as 
may oblige him in answer to acknowledge his par- 
ticular sins, that the Priest may have some com- 
petent knowledge of the truth of his repentance, 
and consequently communicate to him such spiri- 
tual blessings as God has authorised him to ad* 
minister to true penitents, among which that of 
sacerdotal absolution is doubtless one of the great- 
est, since God Himself has promised to confirm 
it to all those who truly repent them of their sins. 

§ 4. Thirdly. Another great benefit which men 
receive from a due exercise of the Priest's power 
to absolve and retain sins, is, that notorious sin- 
ners, who have been excommunicated from all the 
spiritual privileges of Chbist's Church, are hereby 
restored to all those blessed advantages, by being 
received again into the number of the faithful. 
Some men may make as light as they please of the 
power of excommunication ; but others, who have 
a right sense of things, do know, that when it is 
justly executed, it is the most dreadful punishment 
that can possibly be inflicted on those souls who 
are not finally consigned to eternal torments ; it is 
in our Savioub's language, the putting of a man 
into the state and condition of a heathen and a 
publican, and thereby making his com)£Mtf$ toV> ^ 
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much detested and avoided by Christians, as the 
conversation of heathens and publicans was by the 
ancient Jews ; it is the retaining and binding of his 
sins upon him ; and in S. Paul's dialect, it is the 
cutting him off, i. e. from the Church, which is the 
family and household of God, and the delivering 
him over unto Satan, and consequently to the 
power of the rest of the apostate angels. This 
authority of binding and retaining men's sins was 
given to the Apostles and their successors, and 
such as they should vest with it, by Cheist Him- 
self ; for, says He, " Whatsoever ye shall bind on 
earth, shall be bound in heaven ; and whosesoever 
sins ye retain, they are retained," — which is not 
only a grant of authority, but also a promise of 
ratifying and confirming in heaven whatsoever 
should be justly executed on earth by virtue 
thereof; which makes the case of justly excom- 
municated persons to be so miserable, that God 
Himself binds their sins on them, (when the Priest 
retains them,) and will by no means absolve them 
without their repentance and due application to 
obtain the sacerdotal remission. For, since God's 
own representative has justly bound their sins 
upon them, the Divine veracity has engaged that 
they shall be bound also in heaven ; and therefore, 
God Himself will not alter the sentence, so long as 
the delinquents lie justly under it. And they are 
justly liable to this condemnation, till they repent 
and sue for the Priestly absolution ; because, with- 
out repentance, there is no pardon for sin, and 
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while they obstinately refuse to sue for the Priest's 
remission, their sins are still retained, because not 
absolved by the Priest; and consequently God, 
Who concurs with the just sentence of His Priests, 
does continue to retain their sins. 

Hence we see how necessary it is for such noto- 
rious sinners to sue for the sacerdotal absolution, 
that they may be loosed from those sins for which 
they were excommunicated, and so received again 
into the communion of the Church, and conse- 
quently into God's grace and favour. But this 
they cannot obtain without so confessing their 
guilt, as that the Priest may be sensible of their 
repentance ; and he can never have any notion of 
their repentance, if they do not make known to 
him their acknowledgment of their guilt ; so that 
they must express their repentance by confessing 
to the Priest their guilt, and consequently they 
must, in that confession, acknowledge to him the 
sin or sins of which they confess themselves guilty ; 
and therefore it is the duty of such excommuni- 
cated persons to confess those sins to the Priest 
for which they were cast out of the Church, that 
they may, by virtue of his absolution, be loosed 
from them, and received again into her fellowship 
and communion. 

§ 5. In the Mosaic dispensation, the power of 
determining the legal cleanness or uncleanness of 
persons and things was committed by God Him- 
self to the Priests, to prefigure that more spiritual 
authority, which He afterwards gave to all Chris- 
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tian Priests, to absolve and retain sins. Thus it 
was the Jewish Priest's office to examine the sus- 
pected leprous person, and as he found his plague, 
to pronounce him either clean or unclean, (Levit. 
xiii. xiv.) But the supposed leper was to be 
brought to the Priest, and to submit to the strict- 
ness of his search and scrutiny into the nature 
of his scab. Even so it is the peculiar office of the 
Christian Priest to examine the spiritual leper, in 
order to the pronouncing of him spiritually clean 
or unclean ; i. e. in order to absolving of him from 
his spiritual leprosy, his sins, or else to retain 
them till he has given sufficient proofs of his re- 
pentance. This necessarily infers that the sinner 
must submit to the Priest's examination of his 
conscience ; and consequently, that he must confess 
the state and condition thereof to the Priest, in 

s 

order to his purification. 

The first converts to Christianity were so sen- 
sible of this duty, that it is recorded of them in 
the sacred oracles, that " many who believed, came 
and confessed, and showed their deeds." (Acts 
xix. 18.) And Sapphira, the wife of Ananias, per- 
sisting in her hypocrisy, and not acknowledging 
her sin to S. Peter, when he charged her, saying, 
" Tell me whether ye sold the land for so much," 
(Acts v. 8,) was punished with an immediate mira- 
culous death, as well for not confessing her and 
her husband's sin, as for the sin itself; the punish- 
ment of which she might have escaped, if she had * 
but repented and confessed her sin to S. Peter when 
he required her. 
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• § 6. Fourthly. The last circumstance I shall 
mention, wherein men ought to confess their sins 
to a Priest, is that of sickness ; and for this the 
Holt G-host, in the general epistle of S. James 
v. 14, 15, 16, commands us thus : — " Is any sick 
among you ? Let him call for the elders of the 
Church, and let them pray over him, anointing him 
with oil in the Name of the Lobd ; and the prayer 
of faith shall save the sick, and the Lobd shall 
raise him up ; and if he have committed sins, they 
shall be forgiven him. Confess your faults one to 
another, and pray for one another, that ye may be 
healed, the effectual fervent prayer of a righteous 
man availeth much." And then, in the seven- 
teenth verse, He gives an instance of the efficacy of 
Elias the Prophet's prayer. What I shall say as 
to this command of the Holt Ghost, will, I doubt 
not, be called Popery, as many of the essentials of 
Christianity are called by the libertines and lati- 
tudinarians of our age, which has a mighty effect 
upon some ignorant people, who do not see into 
the bottom of those revilers' designs. But let 
them say what they will, this passage of the Holy 
Scriptures requires some now neglected and de- 
spised duties, which the primitive Christians, long 
before Christianity was corrupted by the innova- 
tions of Popery, thought themselves obliged in 
conscience to perform ; among which, this of con- 
fession of sins to a Priest was one. 

# # • • 

That the reader may see that this passage of S. 

D 
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James requires the sick person to confess his sins 
to the Priest, let him consult the learned Dr. Ham- 
mond's paraphrase and annotations upon the place, 
and he will find that the sick must send for the 
Bishop, or whosoever is by or under him ordained, 
for such offices as the giving of spiritual directions 
and counsel to enable the sick to discern his own 
guilts, — that if, upon examination, he be found to 
have committed any wasting sin, or sins, it is useful 
that the sick person first fit himself for, and then 
receive absolution from the Bishop, or other minis- 
ter ordained by him ; which is the sense of the 
latter part of the fifteenth verse, " If he have com- 
mitted sins, they shall be forgiven him ;" or, as the 
original has it, " Absolution or remission shall be 
given him." And then it is added in our English, 
ver. 16, " Confess your faults one to another." 
But the Bang's Greek manuscript connects these 
to the foregoing words, and says, " Confess there- 
fore your sins one to another ;" i.e. for that reason, 
that absolution and remission may be given you who 
are sick, confess your sins one to another. The 
only thing to be questioned here is, whether con- 
fessing one to another signifies confessing to the 
person who visits the sick; or whether it means 
only acknowledging to our neighbours our faults 
committed against them. Now, though I will not 
deny but that these words may be taken in this 
latter sense, because the acknowledgment of wrongs 
done to our neighbours, and asking their pardon, 
and. making them restitution, if we are able, is cer- 
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tainly a necessary qualification for that absolution 
which the sick is to receive from the Elder or 
Bishop, &c, — yet that this is not the only, nor 
indeed the primary or chief design of the words* 
I must assert, from their immediate connection 
to the preceding words, which require the Priestly 
absolution; and this duty of confessing one to 
another, being added with a " therefore," shows the 
reason why the sick must confess, viz., that he may 
obtain the absolution of his spiritual visitor before 
spoken of. And then, to whom the confession 
must be made for this absolution, is plain, by this 
" one to another ;" one is the sick peison who is 
to confess; another is the minister of Christ, 
who is to receive the confession. For this minister 
is called to the sick for his spiritual benefit ; this 
minister is the only person which the text supposes 
to be present at the examination of the sick man's 
conscience, — for indeed it cannot be proper that 
any other should then be present at so weighty an 
inquiry and scrutiny; this minister is the only 
another person then present that has power from 
Christ to forgive or absolve penitents, and there- 
fore the word another must be referred to the 
spiritual elder before spoken of in the text ; and 
consequently, by confessing one to another, in this 
place, must mean the sick to the Priest. This is 
confirmed by the following context, " And pray one 
for another, that ye may be healed," which still 
has a reference to the sick person and the elder, 
and signifies that the minister must ora^ fat <&& 

d2 
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sick, that he " may be healed ;" for, as an encou- 
ragement to this duty of the minister, and to 
strengthen both his and the sick man's faith, 
the Holt Ghost adds, " The effectual fervent 
prayer of a righteous man availeth much," — i.e. the 
prayer of such a man of God as the elder before 
spoken of availeth much : in witness whereof He, 
in the next words, gives us an instance of the effi- 
cacy of the prayers of Elias, the authorized prophet 
and man of God, who was a righteous man, and 
thereby explains what is meant by the righteous 
man before mentioned, viz., a holy authorized 
minister, • man of God, such as the Elder or 
Bishop, &c, who is called to pray for the sick 
person. Thus every part of this text of S. James 
has a necessary reference to .the elder and the sick 
who calls for him ; and therefore, when it is said, 
" Confess your faults one to another/ ' it is meant 
that the sick should confess to the Priest, except 
the opposers will have the Priest to make his con- 
fession to the sick ; for there are no other persons 
mentioned to confess and to be confessed to. S. 
Peter, in his first epistle, (v. 5,) commands us thus 
— (t All of you be subject one to another ;" the 
context determines the meaning of this " one to 
another," by the persons there spoken of, for in 
the first part of the verse the Apostle says, " Te 
younger, submit yourselves unto the elder;" and 
then immediately adds, " Tea, all of you be subject 
one to another;" that is, all of you younger before- 
named be subject to your elders above mentioned ; 
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or all of you be subject one (that is the younger) 
to another, that is the elder. So when it is said, 
" Confess therefore your sins one to another," the 
context must determine who must confess, and 
who must be confessed to, by the persons therein 
mentioned, and they are no other than the sick 
and the elder, and therefore the sick man must 
confess his faults, and this confession must be made 
to the elder, — i. e. the Bishop or Priest ; or con- 
fess your faults one, i. e. the sick, to another, i. e, 
the spiritual elder. Upon the whole, when S.. 
James commands us to confess one to another, he 
means no other than that we must confess to 
another who has power and authority to receive 
our confession, and that is the Priest, who has 
the power of absolution ; just as S. Peter's com- 
mand, that we must all be subject one to another, 
means that we must pay subjection to those to 
whom it is due, i. e. our superiors. 

But to conclude this head: though it should 
(contrary to all reason) be, allowed that the letter 
of this command, " Confess your , faults one to 
another," related only to that confession which 
should be made to our neighbour of the wrongs we 
have done him, yet still it will follow, by parity of 
reason, that confession ought to be made to God's 
minister. For, if I must in some cases confess to 
my neighbour the wrongs I have done him, it must 
be upon this foundation, — that it is in his power 
to pardon me those wrongs upon some conditions, 
and in some degree or other; else what need of 
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confessing to him, and why should God enjoin us 
this duty ? Our Saviottb requires us, that, if " our 
brother trespass against us, and repent, we should 
forgive him." (S. Luke xvii. 3.) This shows that 
the wronged have power to forgive ; and this power 
of forgiving is the motive and foundation upon 
which the trespasser repents and confesses his 
faults to him. From hence arises this maxim, that 
wrongs committed must in some cases be confessed 
to those who have a power of pardoning and ab- 
solving from the penalties due to those wrongs; 
otherwise, what signifies their pardoning power, if 
no confession be due to it? And therefore, the 
sins we have committed against God ought to be 
confessed to His proxies and representatives, whom 
He hath vested with His own authority, to absolve 
us from all our sins, and in His stead to insure and 
seal our pardons, upon due evidence of our re- 
pentance. 

But not to be any further prolix upon this sub- 
ject, I proceed to prove, 



CHAPTER IV. 

OF PENANCE. 

§ 1. Thtbdlt, that sinners are bound to submit to 
all the prudent and lawful injunctions which the 
Church, i. e. the spiritual governors thereof, shall 
lay on them by way of penance for the mortification 
of their sins. 

This will necessarily follow from that power and 
authority which Bishops and Priests have to ab- 
solve and retain sins; for absolution cannot be 
given but upon proper evidences of repentance, 
and when those evidences are not only wanting, 
but the contrary affections to some grievous sins 
discover themselves, then it is time to interpose 
the spiritual authority of retaining those sins, till 
the sinner gives sufficient testimony of his peniten- 
tial abhorrence and detestation of them. The way 
to oblige him to this, when all other gentler means 
fail, is by excommunication, and delivering him 
unto Satan ; the effect of which is — 1st, " The de- 
priving the offender of those daily means which are 
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in Christianity afforded, and ordinarily used to 
eject Satan and the power of his kingdom out of 
the heart ; such are the prayers of the Church, the 
public use of the Word of God, and the sacrament 
of the Lobd's Supper." And 2ndly, "In the 
Apostles' times, there was a sad consequence of 
this excommunication, viz., corporal power and 
possession, and inflictions of Satan on those who 
were delivered up to him, to the destruction of the 
flesh, i. e. to the inflicting bodily diseases on the 
sinner,* that the spirit may be saved in the day of 
the Lobd Jesus." This was a dreadful punish- 
ment, and the most severe penance that could be 
inflicted ; and that the Apostles, and other spiritual 
governors of the Church, had power to lay it on 
sinners, to put them to a necessity of reforming 
their lives, is abundantly evident from 1 Cor. v. 1,» 
2, 3, 4, 5. And though this corporal infliction of 
diseases and torments, is not now the visible effect 
of excommunication, yet still the spiritual effect of 
being deprived of the means of salvation, by being 
cut off from any participation in the prayers of the 
Church, in the public use of God's Word, and 
in the reception of the blessed Sacrament, remains 
as firm as in the Apostles' days, and exposes the 
sinner to the spiritual, and therefore more danger-" 
ous assaults of the invisible powers of darkness,' 
than the infliction of those bodily torments and 
diseases were; for hereby he is deprived of all 
communion with God, and consequently of all that 

* Hammond on 1 Cor. v. 5. 
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spiritual armour and defence whereby the members 
of the Church are enabled to quench all the fiery 
darts of the devil. The power of inflicting this 
heavy penance is still in the spiritual governors of 
the Church, because the Church is the spiritual 
kingdom of Cheist, and the governors thereof 
are His vicegerents, as having their commission 
conveyed to them only from Him, their spiritual 
Sovereign, without the interposition of any secular 
worldly powers whatsoever ; and therefore they 
must have sufficient spiritual authority for the 
government of this spiritual kingdom, — otherwise, 
their being made His representatives, in being sent 
by Him, even as He was sent by His Fatheb, and 
having the stewardship of His Word and Sacra- 
ments committed to them, would be to no purpose 
at all. And so all men in the Church would be 
levelled to an equality consequently, and every the 
most profligate sinner have an equal right to all 
the external privileges that belong to the obedient 
members of this spiritual society ; and, in conse- 
quence of this, all the divine mysteries of our most 
holy religion must be prostituted and exposed to the 
vile profanations of the most impudent and most 
incorrigible sinners, without any remedy for such 
daring, such monstrous wickedness. But this is so 
egregiously opposite to all the designs of Chris- 
tianity, that only to mention it is sufficient to show, 
not only the impiety, but also the very inconsistency 
and contradiction thereof; and therefore the spiri- 
tual vicegerents of our Lobd Jesus Cheist, must 
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have sufficient power and authority to rule and 
govern His Church, and consequently, to inflict 
the penance of excommunication on notorious 
offenders, for their reformation, and for a terror to 
all others; without which the ends of spiritual 
government can never be obtained, nor the power 
of binding and loosing, of absolving and retaining 
sins, wherewith our Lobd has vested the governors 
of Hia Church, be of any use or benefit whatsoever. 

§ 2. Seeing, then, that the spiritual governors of 
the Church have power and authority to inflict this 
utmost and severest penance for the mortification 
of sin, it must needs be that they have authority to 
enjoin all such lower degrees of penance as have a 
tendency to the mortification of sin, and which, 
when submitted to, are declarative of the sincerity 
of the sinner's repentance, and of no worldly benefit 
or advantage to the imposer of them ; because (here 
being no room for suspicion of secular interest in 
our spiritual governors imposing such penances) 
their authority for that which is most, includes 
authority for what is less, — their power to enjoin 
the greatest includes, and necessarily contains, their 
authority to require a less penance, when it is sub- 
servient to the ends of spiritual government, the 
restoration of lost and undone sinners. 

For this reason our Lobd requires, in the case 
of a brother's trespassing against us, that when we 
cannot reclaim him by making him give us reason- 
able satisfaction, we must " tell it to the Church/' 
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— i. e. the governing part of it ; and that " if he 
neglect to hear the Church, he should be to us as 
an heathen man and a publican," — that is, he 
should be excluded our communion, and abandoned 
our society and conversation. (S. Matt, xviii. 17.) 
"Wherein it is evident that Cheist requires the 
offending brother's submission to the award and 
determination of the governors of the Church ; and 
this award can be nothing less than a penance to 
the offender, be it either to acknowledge his fault, 
or to make any restitution to his wronged brother. 
And upon his neglecting to submit to this penance, 
our Lord requires to set a mark of infamy on him ; 
and promises in the next words, "Whatsoever 
(upon such accounts as these) ye [the governors of 
the Church] shall bind on earth, shall be bound in 
heaven ;" (ver. 18 ;) i. e., " Whomsoever (thus 
neglecting your determinations) you shall cast out 
of the Church on earth, shall, without repentance, 
and submission to your censures, and reformation 
upon them, and sincere desire to reconcile and ap- 
prove themselves to you, be by Me excluded from 
heaven ; these censures of yours, inflicted by this 
commission from Me, shall be backed by Me."* 
And further, that this authority of imposing whole- 
some penance upon sinners, might not be preca- 
rious and uncertain, as to the persons who should 
exercise it, and the extent of their power, our 
Savioub tells His Apostles, "When the Son of 
Man shall sit in the throne of His glory, ye also 

* Hammond on the place. 
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shall sit upon twelve thrones, judging the twelve 
tribes of Israel ;" (S. Matt. xix. 28 ;) , thereby- 
making them and their successors, the Bishops, 
His spiritual viceroys, enthroning them in their 
episcopal chairs, — which the Scripture here, and 
the primitive Christians in conformity thereto, call 
thrones, — and giving them power and authority 
to be the supreme spiritual rulers and judges over 
His whole spiritual kingdom, the Church militant, 
represented here by the twelve tribes of Israel; 
and therefore to judge and censure sinners, and, in 
proportion to their crimes, to enjoin them greater 
or lesser penances, proper for the effecting of their 
reformation and amendment. I say, our Lord 
here gives the spiritual princes and judges of His 
Church power to inflict greater and lesser penances, 
in proportion to men's sins ; for this reason, be- 
cause, otherwise, (since they have authority to 
impose the greatest penance,) they would have it 
in their power, either to punish all sins, of what 
degree soever, but with one only, and that the 
severest penance, which is absurd,— or else not at 
all to punish any other than the most notorious 
and flagitious wickednesses ; and so all other sins to 
go and remain uncensured and unreformed, which 
is equally ridiculous, as being utterly contrary to 
all the ends and designs of any supreme power of 
judicature whatsoever. 

§ 3. There is then authority in the Bishops of 
the Church, to appoint greater and lesser penances, 
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in proportion to men's sins; and consequently 
there must be the like, though not equal power in 
the Priests, who receive it from, and exercise it in 
subordination to, their Bishops. But what these 
penances are, and when they shall be prescribed, is 
left to the wisdom and prudence of our spiritual 
governors, always provided that they be such only 
as are suitable to the ends of spiritual government, 
which was instituted purely to reconcile rebellious 
sinners to their offended God, and to keep them in 
due subjection and obedience to His Divine will 
and pleasure, that they may obtain eternal life. 

I shall not go about to prove that the penances 
of abstaining for some time from the sacrament of 
the Lord's Supper; of fasting and watching; of 
abstinence and self-denial; of refraining the com- 
pany of our beloved companions, and the forsaking 
of our profitable employments, when they are the 
cause of our sins ; of restitution and satisfaction to 
our neighbours for wrongs done them ; of extra- 
ordinary alms to the poor and indigent, when we 
know not to whom to make restitution ; of public 
acknowledging and revocation of our wickednesses, 
and the like ; I say, I shall not go about to prove 
that these penances are directly instrumental to 
the ends of spiritual government, — they have been 
always thought so, and enjoined and practised as 
such, by the best of men in all ages ; and therefore 
there is no reason to question, that the governors 
of the Church have power and authority to enjoin 
them, since some of them are duties, whether they 
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require them or no, and others of them are proper 
deleteries and remedies for sin, and significant evi- 
dences and signs and tokens of repentance. 

§ 4. Hence our Church, in the preface to her 
office for Ash-Wednesday, called the Commination, 
tells us that, " In the primitive Church, there was 
a godly discipline; that at the beginning of Lent, 
such persons as stood convicted of notorious sin, 
were put to open penance, and punished in this 
world, that their souls might be saved in the day 
of the Lobd, and that others, admonished by their 
example, might be the more afraid to offend ;" and 
then wishes that " the said discipline may be re- 
stored again," — which would to God she would 
not only wish, but exert her utmost power to 
restore, for the good and welfare of men's souls, 
which languish and perish for want of such spiri- 
tual correctives. Something towards this she does 
enjoin and require of us, in her appointed days of 
fasting and abstinence, which she commands us to 
observe ; and in her requiring every parish Priest 
to observe these following rules with respect to 
wicked persons, who offer to come to the sacrament 
of the Lobd's Supper, viz. ; — " If any of those be 
' an open and notorious evil liver, or have done any 
wrong to his neighbours, by word or deed, so that 
the congregation be thereby offended, the Curate, 
having knowledge thereof, shall call him and adver- 
tise him, that in any wise he presume not to come 
to the Lord's table, until he hath openly declared 
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himself to have truly repented and amended his 
former naughty life ; that the congregation may 
thereby be satisfied which before were offended, 
and that he hath recompensed the parties to whom 
he hath done wrong, or at least declare himself to 
be in full purpose so to do, as soon as he con- 
veniently may. 

" The same order shall the Curate use with those 
betwixt whom he perceiveth malice and hatred to 
reign, not Buffering them to be partakers of the 
Lobd's table, until he know them to be reconciled; 
And if one of the parties so at variance be content 
to forgive, from the bottom of his heart, all that the 
other hath trespassed against him, and to make 
amends for that he hath offended, and the other 
party will not be persuaded to a godly unity, but 
remain still in his frowardness and malice; the 
minister, in that case, ought to admit the penitent 
person to the Holy Communion, and not him that 
is obstinate, — provided that every minister, so re- 
pelling any, shall be obliged to give an account of 
the same to the Ordinary, within fourteen days* 
at the farthest; and the Ordinary shall proceed 
against the offending person, according to the 
Canon." 

Thus the Priests of our Church have authority, 
not only to repel some notorious offenders from 
the table of the Lobd, but also to enjoin them the 
penance of openly declaring their repentance, and 
consequently, of publicly acknowledging their 
former guilt. And in her Constitutions and 
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Canons Ecclesiastical, Canons 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8; 
9, 10, 11, 12, 59, 72, 73, 75, 76, 79, 93, 94, 97, 
108, 109, 110, 114, 121, 126, 127, 128, 129, 131, 
133, 134, 135, 136, 138, 139, 140, 141, she 
threatens sinners of several sorts with excom- 
munication ; that they shall not be restored until 
they repent and publicly revoke their wickedness^ 
that some of them shall suffer deprivation, and 
others suspension, &c., according to their several 
demerits ; all which are penances grievous to flesh 
and blood, but yet wholesome and necessary for 
the reformation of men's lives, to oblige them to 
evidence their repentance, and make it as con- 
spicuous as their flins were heinous, and to be a 
terror and dread to all others, that they may 
escape the Divine wrath and vengeance. But 
O tempora ! O mores ! how fearful is that account 
which some must give to the All-seeing Judge of 
heaven and earth, for hindering, and others fop 
neglecting, the observation and due execution of 
these just and wholesome penances, by reason of 
which obstruction, and want of spiritual discipline, 
many are now suffered to eat and drink their own 
damnation, by being admitted (reeking as they 
are in their abominable sins) to the tremendous 
sacrament of the Body and Blood of our Crucified 
Savioub ! 

§ 5. But spiritual rebellion is now grown 
triumphant, and threatens the destruction of 
Chbist's spiritual kingdom. We are now so far 
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from being what libertines call Priest-ridden, that 
we are endeavouring to subject the Priest's autho- 
rity to the vile and base humour of the beasts of 
the people. "We are not only disobedient to the 
laws of the Church, and kick and spurn at her holy 
discipline; we not only refuse to submit to her 
medicinal correctives and remedies for sin, but we 
impudently force her sacred fences, and compel the 
dispensers of the Divine mysteries to give that 
which is holy unto the dogs, and to cast their pearls 
before such swine as trample them under their 
feet, and turn again and rend and tear even the 
Body of Chbist, His holy spouse, the Church, by 
their avowed schisms and separations, and resisting 
and using their utmost endeavours to destroy and 
make void the authority of our Lord, conferred by 
Him on His Priests and ministers. 

But let us not be deceived ; God is not mocked. 
He that despiseth them despiseth Him ; and He 
will certainly punish all contemners of His autho- 
rity, committed to them, with a vengeance answer- 
able to their daring impiety. For, as Samuel told 
Saul, who disobeyed the Divine command laid on 
him by the prophet of God, " Bebellion is as the 
■in of witchcraft, and stubbornness is as iniquity 
and idolatry." (1 Sam. zv. 23.) And therefore 
S. Jude pronounces concerning those who despise 
dominion, " "Woe unto them ; — they have perished 
in the gainsaying of Corah ; — to them is reserved 
the blackness of darkness for ever." (S. Jude 
8, 1 1, and 13.) 

E 
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§ 6. On the other hand, " Obedience is better 
than sacrifice, and to hearken than the fat of rams." 
(1 Sam. xv. 22.) And God has given us a very 
remarkable instance of His great value and esteem 
thereof, by causing the obedience of the house of 
the Bechabites, who abstained from drinking wine, 
building, or having of houses, sowing seed, and 
planting, or having vineyards, at the command of 
their father Jonadab, to be recorded, and stand as 
an everlasting memorial in the sacred oracles, for 
our example. And not only so, but He highly 
rewards this their self-denial and submission to 
their father's will ; commanding His Prophet to 
tell the Eechabites, "Thus saith the Lobd of 
Hosts, the God of Israel, because you have obeyed 
the commandment of Jonadab your father, and 
kept all his precepts, and done according unto all 
-that he hath commanded you ; therefore, thus saith 
the Lobd of Hosts, the God of Israel, Jonadab, the 
son of Eechab, shall not want a man to stand 
before Me ever." (Jer. xxxv. 18, 19.) This ne- 
cessarily implies, that it was their duty to obey 
that command of their father, though it did in- 
trench upon what our sons of Belial will call their 
liberty and property ; for they obeyed the command- 
ment of their father. It is not said they complied 
with his request ; no, they were commanded this 
self-denial, and because it was the command of 
their father, therefore they held themselves bound 
and obliged to obey it ; and God Himself highly 
extols and rewards their obedience. 
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Since, then, it is the duty of children to submit 
to and obey the commands of their natural parents, 
with relation to things otherwise indifferent, even 
in cases which, it may be, have no tendency to the 
children's spiritual advantage, but are enjoined 
them probably for temporal ends and purposes 
only, and yet oblige them to several acts of self- 
denial and mortification, as in the example here 
before us; much more must it be the duty of 
Christians to subject themselves to the wise and 
prudent injunctions of their spiritual parents, the 
stewards of the mysteries of God, who regenerate 
them mediately into a state of salvation, by bap- 
tism, which is a benefit infinitely beyond what their 
natural birth could entitle them to ; and who nou- 
rish their souls unto eternal life, by the ministra- 
tion of the "Word and Sacrament of Chbist's Body 
and Blood, which infinitely excels any the best 
support and maintenance administered to them by 
their natural parents, as such; and who, further, 
have authority from God Himself to absolve them 
from their spiritual lapses when repented of, and 
to restore them to the Divine favour, which their 
natural parents cannot possibly do by virtue of 
such their paternity ; — much more, I say, must it 
be the duty of Christians to submit to and obey 
the wholesome commands of these spiritual fathers 
and guides of souls, when they are such as are 
effectual to the mortification of sin, and have no 
other aim and design than their necessary reforma- 
tion and eternal salvation ; for as the excellency of 
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persons and things, which have a relation to what 
is supernatural and eternal, exceeds and is superior 
to the excellency of such persons and things as 
relate to what is but natural and temporal, so our 
obligation of obedience and submission, with re- 
spect to the former, is more binding than our duty, 
which relates to the latter. Our Loed Himself 
confirms this, by affirming, concerning such as 
would follow Him, " If any man come to Me, and 
hate not his father and mother, and wife and children, 
and brethren and sisters, yea, and his own life also, 
he cannot be My disciple ;" (S. Luke xiv. 26 ;) — 
i. e. he cannot be My disciple, if he does not, in 
comparison of Me, hate them, or choose to leave 
them for My sake, when his affection to them stands 
in competition with his duty to Me. 

§ 7. To conclude this head : though atheists, 
deists, and libertines, and all the scandalous club 
of the sons of Belial, priest-haters, enthusiasts, 
schismatics, and heretics, belch out their poisonous 
and diabolical blasphemies, and rave against our 
Lord's Divine institution of the Christian Priest- 
hood, and the unalienable powers and rights thereof, 
and particularly the Church's authority to retain 
sins, and ordain wholesome remedies and suitable 
penances for them ; these are most certain truths, 
" That flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom 
of God," (1 Cor. xv. 50 ;) " That if we live after the 
flesh, we shall die," (Eom. viii. 13,) i. e. we shall 
die to eternal happiness, and live in everlasting 
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misery ; that we must therefore " mortify the deeds 
of the body," (Bom. viii. 13,) "and crucify our 
flesh, with its affections and lusts," (Gal. v. 24 ;) 
that " if our right eye (i. e. anything as dear to us 
as that is) offend us, (i. e. cause us to sin,) we 
must pluck it out, and cast it from us ; and if our 
right hand offend us, we must cut it off, and cast 
it from us ; for it is profitable for us that one of 
our members should perish, and not that our whole 
body should be cast into hell," (S. Matt. v. 29, 30.) 
In short, we must "deny ourselves, and take up 
our cross, to follow Chbist." (S. Matt. xvi. 24.) 
And all those who are ignorant or forgetful of the 
time and manner of performing these great and 
necessary duties of mortification and self-denial, — 
and O, how unspeakably great is their number ! — 
are bound to attend to, and diligently observe and 
obey, the prudent instructions and salutary injunc- 
tions of those spiritual guides whom God has set 
over them, " To open their eyes, and to turn them 
from darkness to light, and from the power of 
Satan unto God, that they may receive forgiveness 
of sins, and inheritance among them that are sanc- 
tified," &c. (Acts xxvi. 18.) For which blessed 
ends such spiritual guides have authority to " show 
unto them that they should repent and turn to 
God, and do works meet for repentance." (ver. 20.) 
And if sinners do not know, they must learn what 
these works are, and submit to the authorised 
guides of their souls, when they teach and require 
them to perform them. 
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§ 8. For, says the Holt Ghost, " Obey them 
that have the rule over you, and submit yourselves, 
for they watch for your souls as they that must 
give account, that they may do it with joy, and not 
with grief; for that is unprofitable for you." (Heb. 
xiii. 17.) This lays an obligation upon us both to 
obey and submit to the spiritual governors of the 
Church. Obedience is no more than doing the 
lawful things they command, but submission im- 
plies much more ; for it is an abasing or bringing 
down, — a humbling, or putting under, — and there- 
fore signifies that we must abase and bring down 
our proud, false understandings, and make our 
aspiring, conceited, and but pretended reasons to 
humble and subject themselves to the authority 
commanding ; and necessarily presupposes that the 
thing enjoined is very likely to meet with the op- 
positions of flesh and blood, and all those false 
arguings which men naturally betake themselves 
to, that they may avoid the unpleasing discipline 
which the governors of the Church have authority 
to impose on them, for the mortification of their 
sinful lusts and passions. And the reason why we 
must thus submit, is because " they watch for our 
souls, as they that must give account;" they have 
the spiritual guardianship and oversight of ou£ 
souls; they are the authorised inspectors and 
monitors, the guides and directors, to whose care 
and government God has committed us. And of 
this their great trust, they must give an account 
to Him, Who expects, and will require of them, a 
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diligent and faithful discharge of their duty, and 
will most certainly punish all those who hinder or 
refuse to submit to their due execution thereof, in 
appointing proper correctives for sin, and exem- 
plary tokens and signs of true repentance; the 
want of which being not only unprofitable, but 
also very mischievous and destructive to the health 
and safety of our immortal souls, as experience 
abundantly demonstrates, from the dreadful deso- 
lation which we see Christianity now reduced to 
over the face of the whole earth. 
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